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ENG302 - Spring 2021
COMMUNICATION THEORY
MW 9-10.20am — WEBEX

Rebekah Rutkoff rutkoff@njit.edu
CUL.412/973-596-3334
Office Hrs: Th 8.30-10am + by appt.

_______________________________________________________________________________

MEDIA + COMMUNICATION THEORY

Degrees of Institutional Deaf Rage, Christine Sun Kim (2019)

Description
This introduction to critical theories of communication and media will consider propositions aimed at the
most granular and intimate levels of transmission as well as those scaled to ideological and social systems.
As we historicize a spectrum of media forms and types, our mission is not to freeze each as a stable entity
or category; instead, we will approach media in the context of its philosophically rich and ambiguous
etymological territory: medium and mediate concern, at heart, states of between-ness. In the same spirit, we
will consider “theory” in a wide field: grappling with the critiques, speculations and interventions of 20th
and 21st century writers as well as looking at the ways artists produce embodied forms of theory that
prompt us to think through communication and media in unexpected ways.
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Course Objectives
•
•
•
•

Acquire a critical vocabulary in the fields of communication and media theory
Develop the capacity to identify and interpret theoretical and ideological positions as they
circulate in a range of media forms
Refine media literacy by producing multi-registered intertextual analyses
Use concepts and arguments encountered in assigned materials in critical, creative and
compelling ways and in oral, written and digital forms

Materials
You are not required to purchase a course textbook. Digitized materials will be delivered via Canvas.
Pre-requisites/Co-requisites
HUM 102 with a grade of C or higher, and one History and Humanities GER 200 level course with a
grade of C or higher.
Format
Each week you will find a posted “guide” that introduces the assigned materials. It is
crucial that you read this short introductory text first, as it will offer a framework to guide your reading/
screening and prepare you for our class meeting. Unless otherwise noted, assigned materials are to be
completed by our Monday sessions.
Requirements
1.

Informed and consistent participation

Participation is the cornerstone of this class and your success depends on your capacity to come to class
ready to engage with the assigned material. You will achieve this by:
+ carefully reading/watching all assigned material by the given due date
+ taking notes in response to queries raised in the framing weekly guide, making notes on the texts
themselves (as digital file or hard copy), and having the texts accessible during class time
+ being prepared to speak, write, and engage in collaborative group work in response to assigned works
during our class meetings
2.

Presentations

Students will produce collaborative multi-media presentations on topics in contemporary media theory.
3.

Final projects

Each student will submit a final project in one of two forms: 1) media criticism/academic scholarship; 2)
hybrid writing/digital media. Each project will be preceded by a formal proposal and a work-in-progress
presentation.
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The above are weighted as follows:
Participation - 35%
Presentation - 25%
Final Project Proposal - 10%
Final Project Presentation - 5%
Final Project - 25%
Grading
Evaluation will follow the university’s grading scale:
A = 100-90 (superior)
B+ = 89-87 (excellent)

B = 86-80 (very good)
C+ = 79-77 (good)

C = 76-70 (acceptable)
D = 69-60 (minimum)

F = 59-0 (inadequate)

Attendance Policy
Please treat our synchronous meetings as you would in-class meetings. If you miss a class, you are
responsible for catching up (contact me to inquire about missed material). These are uniquely challenging
times; please communicate with me if you encounter an issue that obstructs or limits your capacity to
participate fully in our online course with respect to technology, presence, or any other matter.
Please turn on your camera if you are able to do so, especially when speaking. You will not be penalized
for having it off. For times when your webcam is off, I ask that you upload a profile picture.
Every unexcused absence after the second one will reduce your participation grade. More than four
unexcused absences can result in automatic failure of the course; excessive unexcused lateness of 15
minutes or more throughout the course will be considered as one absence. According to university policy,
students who expect to miss classes or exams because of religious observance must submit to their
instructors, by the end of the second week of classes, a written list of dates that will be missed. Similarly,
athletes should submit a list of events. If you can’t make a class—due to illness, an academic commitment,
an interview, or a major extracurricular event—and you wish to have the absence excused, ask the Dean
of Students to review the request.
Plagiarism and Cheating
As a member of the NJIT community, it is your responsibility to protect your educational investment by
knowing and following the academic code of integrity policy that is found at http://www5.njit.edu/
policies/sites/policies/files/academic-integrity-code.pdf. Academic integrity is central to the ideals of this
course and the university.
Please note that it is my professional obligation to report any academic misconduct to the Dean of
Students Office. Any student found in violation of the code by cheating, plagiarizing or using any online
software inappropriately will result in disciplinary action. This may include a failing grade of F, and/or
suspension or dismissal from the university. If you have any questions about the code of Academic
Integrity, please contact the Dean of Students Office at dos@njit.edu.
Documented Disabilities
If you are a student with a documented disability, please see me at the beginning of the semester to
discuss accommodations. You may also contact Student Disability Services at (973) 596-3420.
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Writing Center
The NJIT Writing Center offers one-on-one appointments to help with your written assignments. They
are equipped to work with both creative and scholarly forms of writing. Please visit: https://www.njit.edu/
writingcenter
_____________________________________________________________________________________
COURSE SCHEDULE
Please note: the syllabus is subject to change. Any Canvas or in-class announcements take precedence.

_____________________________________________________________________________
WEEK 1 / COURSE INTRODUCTION
January 20
WEEK 2 / BETWEEN-NESS
January 25, 27
“The Social Life of Forests,” Ferris Jabr (as podcast)
“How Trees Talk to Each Other,” Suzanne Simard (18 min, 2016)
“Allegory of the Cave,” Plato
selections, Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates
WEEK 3 / SIGN SYSTEMS: WRITE/SPEAK/ACT
February 1, 3
“The Face and the Book,” John Durham Peters
Tongues Untied, Marlon Riggs (55 min, 1989)
Semiotics of the Kitchen, Martha Rosler (6 min, 1975)
A Communications Primer, Ray and Charles Eames (22 min, 1953)
WEEK 4 / ONESELF AS ANOTHER
February 8, 10
“Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena,” DW Winnicott
selections, Beatrice Beebe: Decoding the Non-Verbal Language of Babies, AEI (70 min, 2018)
selections, A Mindful Approach to Non-Violent Communication, Oren Jay Sofer
selections, Stride Toward Freedom, Martin Luther King Jr.
WEEK 5 / DE-CODING
February 15, 17
Coded Bias, Shalini Kantayya (90 min, 2020)
“Encoding/Decoding,” Stuart Hall
selections, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses, Louis Althusser
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WEEK 6 / SPECTACLE, COMMODITY, SUBSTITUTE
February 22, 24
Century of the Self, Adam Curtis (60 min, 2002)
selections, Society of the Spectacle, Guy DeBord
“A Conversation with Wendy Red Star,” Abaki Beck
Normal Appearances, Penny Lane (5 min, 2018)
WEEK 7 / CAESURA
March 1, 3
Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, Claudia Rankine
WEEK 8 / PRESENTATIONS
March 8, 10
Mid-term presentations
———————SPRING BREAK———————>>>> March 15, 17
WEEK 9 / ECOLOGIES
March 22, 24
This is Marshall McLuhan: The Medium is the Message, Ernest Pintoff (54 min, 1967)
selections, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, Marshall McLuhan
“In Defense of the Poor Image,” Hito Steyerl
How Not to be Seen, Hito Steyerl (16 min, 2013)
WEEK 10 / GAZE REGIMES
March 29, 31
Get Out, Jordan Peele (104 min, 2017)
“Colonial Imitation and Racial Insubordination: Photography at the Louisiana Purchase Exhibition of 1904,”
Randal Rogers
“How Powerful is the Female Gaze?” Xiaomeng Li
Carne, Camila Kater (12 min, 2019)
WEEK 11 / SOUND SYSTEMS
April 5, 7
GUEST VISIT: Imani Wilson
Say Amen, Somebody, George T. Nierenberg (100 min, 1982)
“How Black Lives Matter Changed Hip-Hop and R&B,” Greg Tate
“Alright,” Kendrick Lamar
“Formation,” Beyoncé
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WEEK 12 / THE ARTIST + THE COMPUTER
April 12, 14
The Artist and the Computer, John Ball (10 min, 1976)
“Lillian Schwartz Sees in Four-Dimensions,” Walter Forsberg
Pixillation, Lillian Schwartz (4 min, 1970)
#artoffline: Art in the Internet Age, Manuel Correa (53 min, 2015)
+ FP proposals due April 15
WEEK 13 / STUDENT-CURATED GAMING WEEK
April 19, 21
TBA
WEEK 14 / POST-HUMAN BORDERS
April 26, 28
Sleep Dealer, Alex Rivera (90 min, 2008)
“Pink Seesaws across US-Mexico Border named Design of the Year 2020,” Lanre Bakare
“Pessimism, Futility and Extinction: An Interview with Eugene Thacker,” Thomas Dekeyser
selections, A Cyborg Manifesto, Donna Haraway
WEEK 15/ FP PRESENTATIONS
May 3
++ FP due May 8 by 11.59pm ++
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